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This article explores a philosophical question concerned with the nature of the desire 

that moves one to travel, to engage with and know the world in its difference. 

Drawing upon French feminist theory I take up the Hegelian tradition of theorizing 

desire as a social relation that structures the everyday dynamics between self and 

other, self and world. Desire is also profoundly embodied, affective and unconsciously 

mediates our travel relations and experiences in culturally speci.c ways. Yet, 

within the leisure and tourism literature desire has rarely been theorized beyond the 

notion of individual motivation or an ideological conception of consumer wants as 

the product of false consciousness. In contrast this paper develops a textual analysis 

of the metaphors and narratives of travel that mediate the (western) feminine 

subject’s desire to move into the world and engage with difference. As part of this 

method I draw upon excerpts from my own travel diaries to examine how different 

trajectories of desire structure the movement of feminine subjectivity within phallocentric 

culture. The journey of desire is inevitably incomplete, uncertain and produces 

moments that profoundly disturb and decentre the self. These liminal or heterotopic 

moments in travel afford us the possibility of glimpsing other modes of desire and 

hence different ethical relations between self and other, self and world. 

 

Introduction 

So far the road, like all roads, has done the thinking for us. It seems empty up 

ahead – except for the shimmering glimpse of something half-seen, half-dreamed 

– it is the space of desire. And behind us our memories unravel, only the slowly 

settling dust seems material. (Muecke, 1997, p. 125) 

 

Muecke’s metaphor of the road evokes the movement of desire itself – the 

trajectory of conscious and unconscious forces that move the self through 

the world. Desire moves us towards that which is different, unknown and 

other to the self. It is also a relation that constitutes a desired otherness 

through the metaphors of a western, and specifically post-colonial, imagination. 

Much travel writing is imbued with the trope of the exotic and the 

primitive other. This strangely different other is positioned within a binary 

opposition that mirrors a western desire for a masterful identity – as the all 

knowing, self-certain subject (Blunt and Rose, 1994; Smith, 1992). Yet, as a 

movement in-between home and away, familiarity and uncertainty, travel is a 

liminal space inhabited by multiple desires that can produce different ways of 

knowing self and other. As Homi Bhabha (1991, p. 162) says, ‘. . . the object 

of identification is ambivalent, and, more significantly that the agency of 

identification is never pure or holistic but always constituted in a process 



of substitution, displacement or projection’. Travel is always mediated by the 

unconscious fantasies of western culture yet the process of identification is 

never certain, the other can never be known fully or authentically. In this way 

the familiar opposition between inauthentic tourist and authentic traveller 

comes undone. This said, how might we begin to theorize the desire that 

moves one to travel? In the wish to encounter the world is there also not the 

possibility of being moved by the difference of the other – of disturbing and 

decentering the western desire to know with self-certainty and consequently 

the universality of whiteness? To explore these questions more fully I draw 

primarily upon the critical insights of contemporary feminist philosophy. 

Elsewhere I have linked this analysis with post-colonial theory to explore the 

constitution of cultural difference through travel narratives in much greater 

depth (Fullagar, forthcoming c) (see also Blunt and Rose, 1994). 

 

French feminist philosophy has only just begun to influence the field of 

leisure and tourism studies, yet the centrality of desire within this trajectory 

of thinking offers important insight into the cultural processes that move the 

self to engage with the world in its difference. This article develops an 

analysis of multiple journeys, at one level it offers a textual analysis of the 

desire that structures particular travel narratives. At another level it is a 

theoretical journey into the conceptual terrain of post-structuralist feminism 

and the nexus of desire and subjectivity. Post 1968 French feminism is 

characterized by a critical engagement with, and rewriting of, historically 

masculine ways of thinking and knowing through the binary oppositions of 

man/woman, culture/nature, mind/body, work/leisure, that have permeated 

philosophy, psychoanalysis and also leisure/tourism theory (Irigaray, 1993; 

Grosz, 1994; Wearing, 1998; Wearing and Wearing, 1996; Aitchison, 2000). 

This phal(logo)centric tradition has privileged masculine experience as a 

universal norm and as a consequence women’s different experiences, subjectivities 

and desires have been suppressed (Irigaray, 1985a). Women’s 

subjectivity has been positioned culturally as other in several ways, as either 

the mirror image of man’s desire (an extension of the same), the abhorred 

opposite (the other who inhabits a different body), and as absolute otherness 

that is barely thinkable in its difference (the other whose feminine status is 

not simply de.ned by the masculine) (Whitford, 1991; Irigaray, 1985b). 

Women have been positioned as objects of exchange between men within an 

economy of desire that values sexual difference in culturally speci.c ways 

(wife, mother, daughter, prostitute). Deconstructing the language and symbolic 

economy that positions woman as the other of man is the focus of 

feminist strategies that seek to rewrite knowledge (philosophical and everyday 

knowing) in the present. This emphasis on the discursive domain of 

culture is crucial to understanding how women’s subjectivities have been 

governed by the masculine, as this enables a critical space to be opened up – 

the space of sexual difference through which women may begin to explore 

more autonomous forms of feminine subjectivity and alternative economies 

of desire. 



 

Drawing upon these ideas in her analysis of women’s experiences, Wearing 

(1998) has argued that leisure and travel offer a cultural space (using Foucault’s 

notion of heterotopia) through which gender scripts and narratives can be rewritten. 

While she identi.es the significance of power in relation to subjectivity 

experienced in leisure it is not linked to the symbolic and material economy 

of desire that regulates women’s sense of self. To redress this gap, I take up 

the French feminist interest in understanding the desire to know self, others 

and the world, as a crucial social relation that gives form to our very being or 

subjectivity through leisure or more specifically travel (Irigaray, 1993). Travel 

is a specific kind of heterotopia, an in-between or liminal space characterized 

by certain temporal rituals of leaving, moving and returning. As Foucault 

(1998, p. 179) says, heterotopias are mythical and real at once, they operate 

as the elsewhere of society with particular temporal discontinuities. These 

continuities and discontinuities of self are profoundly embodied, affective 

states produced through the flux of desires and encounters with difference. 

There has been increasing interest in questions of embodiment and gender 

related to leisure and travel (Veijola and Jokinen, 1994; Wearing, 1998; 

Desmond, 1999; Fullagar, forthcoming a; Aitchison, 2001). Yet, there has 

been little exploration of desire as the embodied relation between subject and 

world that mediates the limits and possibilities circumscribing the temporal 

and spatial journey of selfhood. Travel as a space of desire also works metaphorically 

as the paradoxical space of elsewhere where feminine subjectivity 

exists within, and yet exceeds, the closure and fixity of phallocentric representation 

(Rose, 1993). 

 

My analytical approach differs from many feminist approaches that aim 

to represent the oppressive or liberatory meanings of leisure and travel for 

women as a whole (Green et al., 1990; Davidson, 1996; Henderson et al., 

1996; Wearing, 1998; Warner-Smith, 2000). In a complementary way I offer 

a deconstructive reading of the trajectories of desire that shape my own travel 

narratives and experience, in order to explore the limitations and possibilities 

of Hegel’s theory of desire (for knowledge). It is an analysis of the desires that 

moved me, as a feminine subject in the ambiguously gendered role of the 

white, middle class independent Australian traveller, to know the world in its 

difference. This analytical approach emerges out of a shift in contemporary 

feminism that moves from the representation of women’s experiences as a 

whole, to the deconstruction of masculine norms and desires utilizing the 

insights of a feminine experience of the world to change how it is thought and 

lived now (Grosz, 1994). It is not simply a response to calls by male authors 

such as Rojek (2000) for ‘more post-structuralist feminist’ theories of leisure, 

for that would presume to privilege a new theoretical truth rather than an 

alternative way of thinking about the cultural forces that shape women’s 

experiences. It is curious to note that despite his proclamations, Rojek (2000) 

fails to acknowledge the debt to key feminist theorists, such as Butler (1991), 

when suggesting that leisure is central to a performative identity and culture. 



Within leisure and tourism studies there has been an attempt to ‘decentre’ 

the meanings and methods of analysing leisure and travel (Rojek, 1993, 1995; 

Rojek and Urry, 1997). Yet, such approaches tend to engage with questions 

about modernity or postmodernity in a way that universalizes everyday leisure 

experiences at the expense of a more rigorous gender analysis. For example, 

Rojek’s (1995, p. 116) analysis of the desire to escape through leisure and 

travel relies upon a deterministic concept of commodification that assumes 

men and women have the same desires. He argues that even though ‘we’ 

(whom is he speaking for?) desire leisure and travel commodities, ‘we’ experience 

constant dissatisfaction with these contemporary forms of pleasure and 

can therefore never escape commodification. This type of generalized analysis 

offers a singular notion of the desire to escape (as some sort of false consciousness) 

that denies the possibility of different desires, gendered subjectivities and 

travel experiences. There is a danger for feminists in simply adopting a postmodern 

conception of identity premised on the movement of endless becoming, 

as sexual difference is again submerged by the masculine parading as 

a universal subject (Irigaray, 1985a). This is not to suggest that the more 

conservative approach of ‘recentering’ leisure (Roberts, 1999) is preferable 

either, because it remains within sociological conventions that always return 

to the limitations of a structure/agency debate. 

 

Narratives of self 

More recently in tourism there has there been interest in the way travel 

experience is written, or represented, through the mediating work of discourse, 

narrative and metaphor (Muecke 1997; Dann, 1999; Duncan and 

Gregory, 1999; Aitchison et al., 2000, Fullagar, 2000, forthcoming a, b). Also 

within leisure studies there is a history of using narrative as a means of 

investigating the motivations, desires and images that shape the self through 

leisure. Field’s classic book An Experiment in Leisure (1937) is a narrative of 

self that draws on psychoanalytic theory to analyse the gendered nature of 

leisure and travel experiences. In describing her own leisure and travel 

experiences in relation to dominant images and metaphors Field is engaged in 

rewriting her feminine subjectivity. This narrative of leisure was written 

through a struggle to unravel the cultural constraints that restricted her 

autonomy and freedom to live as a woman. The more contemporary practice 

of textual analysis emphasizes the significance of everyday stories, writing, 

conversations about leisure and travel as cultural processes through which 

the subject writes their own experiences, as they are also written through the 

conventions of language and culture (Irigaray, 1985a; Game, 1991). It is as 

if, ‘the narrator rather than being the sovereign origin of what gets said, is 

instead a kind of passage through which those discourses presently in 

circulation speak’ (Freeman, 1993, p. 198). This writing-travelling self is not 

simply positioned as a unified ‘I’. Rather, there is an autobiographical split 

between the subject of the present who writes, and the experiencing self 

whose perception of the world is written. For writing is, in a sense, a means 

of travelling backwards; the experience of the journey remembered and 



refigured consciously as well as unconsciously, via our cultural imagination. 

French feminists have been particularly interested in the practice of writing 

the self because writing is identified as a space for the potential transformation 

of desire and feminine subjectivity (Cixous and Clement, 1986). Interestingly, 

metaphors of travel abound in this project of writing the self, which is ‘not 

about destiny but about the adventure of such an urge, the voyages, crossings, 

advances, sudden and slow awakenings, discoveries . . .’ (Cixous and Clement, 

1986, p. 94). Writing and travel both afford the possibility of rupture, of 

uncertain changes that disturb and disrupt the western discourses that shape 

gendered subjectivity. To extend this line of thought, travel experience then, is 

never simply transparent or literal, but rather, always mediated by language 

and produced through the subjunctive. As le Guin (1980) says, it is the 

imagined or metaphoric connections we make in the process of narrating our 

lives which move us elsewhere. The cultural significance of travel writing lies 

with this capacity to map out the paths of our being, as we read and write our 

selves through the stories of others before us. Travel stories are always intertextual, 

referring ceaselessly to other journeys, images, and associations, 

deferring any arrival at a proper meaning. As Jackson suggests (1998, p. 23) 

stories are not simply authored by autonomous subjects but rather by ‘the 

dynamics of intersubjectivity’ that produce uncertain effects and transformative 

moments. Such moments open up other stories, and hence ethical relations, 

between self and other, self and world. 

 

This feminist post-structuralist approach explores how the experience of 

travel, mediated by different trajectories of desire, is implicated in the formation 

of continuous and discontinuous experiences of feminine subjectivity. 

Speci.cally I take excerpts from my own travel narratives of journeys through 

Nepal, India and Thailand, as texts through which to examine the Hegelian 

structure of desire and its limitations for theorizing the movement of feminine 

subjectivity. The diary excerpts I have chosen to analyse are moments of 

discontinuity or disturbing pleasure that unsettle and refigure the familiar 

movement of subjectivity. These journeys began over ten years ago and ranged 

from several weeks to several months in length. These texts do not function 

to provide autobiographical detail of journeys, rather they provide a means of 

reading desire in travel and theory. Travel figured as a significant feminine rite 

of passage as I had completed my honours year and turned 21 – it was time 

to leave the familiarity of ‘home’ in search of the world and an autonomous 

sense of self within it. As Warner-Smith (2000) suggests travel figured strongly 

in the post-1960s Australian consciousness for women and she argues that it 

afforded a space of resistance to patriarchal discourses of womanhood 

de.ned by domesticity. Yet, young middle class women often travelled to 

England and other identifiable places of European origin in search of a 

‘cultured’ femininity that would position them more favourably within a 

heterosexual economy of desire. My desire for travel differed in this respect as 

it was mediated by a narrative identification produced through reading the 

autobiographies of Simone de Beauvoir for whom travel was a passionate 



encounter with the sensuous world – an embodied form of feminist knowing 

(see Fullagar, 2001). However, I was not driven by a desire for England or 

Europe despite my origins, instead it was the difference of Asian cultures and 

unfamiliar places that called me to leave. This desire for otherness does not 

exist outside a western imagining of eastern cultures but it does reveal an 

ambivalent disidentification with colonial origins and a complex interplay 

between gender, class and culture. My urge to travel was fuelled by the 

feminist desires of de Beauvoir and this intertextual identification opened up 

another way of imagining independent travel (with women friends) that was 

not simply a matter of taking up a traditionally masculine subject position, 

but neither was it free from certain phallocentric formations of desire. 

 

The quest for identity 

Travel commonly figures within literature as a quest for (self) knowledge and 

this is also the overriding metaphor in my first journey from Australia to 

Nepal (Van Den Abbeele, 1992). Through Hegel we can see how the desire to 

know is always bound up with the question of identity – of who am I in 

relation to others and the world. Hegel’s (1977[1807]) theory of desire has 

importantly influenced contemporary French feminist thinking about the 

nature of power relations as they de.ne feminine subjectivity within phallocentric 

culture. For it is not simply a matter of claiming that women can 

consciously resist patriarchal discourses and liberate themselves, but rather it 

is a question of examining the social and psychic nature of desire that writes 

our very subjectivity in relation to masculine knowledges and norms. Other 

ways of being women may then be articulated in order to disrupt the 

discursive domain of value and exchange that governs phallocentrism. For 

instance Cixous and Clement (1986) do not refute Hegel’s theory of desire as 

they say, ‘unfortunately, Hegel isn’t inventing things. What I mean is that the 

dialectic . . . the subject’s going out into the other in order to come back to 

itself, this entire process . . . is in face, what is commonly at work in our 

everyday banality’ (1986, p.78, original italics). 

 

Hegel understands desire as the relation of movement between self and 

other which constitutes self knowledge, and hence identity. As he says ‘. . . 

self-consciousness is the state of Desire in general’ (1977[1807], p. 220). 

Wherever there is knowledge or movement there is desire at work ordering 

social relations and structuring the self. As a quest for identity (self-knowledge) 

travel also .gures as a desire for mastery; the wish to ‘know’ with self certainty. 

So how might this structure of desire play out in narratives of a western 

woman traveller who desires an encounter with other cultures and places? 

I picked up Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1978[1891]) on my 

travels through India, after having spent some time walking in the Himalayan 

Mountains of Nepal. His words impressed upon me how my own travel 

adventures were driven by a similar preoccupation with wandering and climbing. 

Nietzsche describes these contradictory desires in terms of the abandonment 

of self to wandering, and the mastery of surmounting the unknown. 



They both emphasize for me the tensions inherent in the desire to travel 

elsewhere, beyond the familiar into a liminal in-between space (Van Gennup 

1960). It is this liminal quality which is of interest here, because it means that 

different desires exist in a tension that can effect a transformation of self. In 

other words mastery is not the only social relation produced through desire; 

there exists the possibility of different experiences of self which disrupt 

identity, by virtue of the embodied vulnerability felt through travel. The two 

excerpts from my first journey through Nepal’s Annapurna Mountains illustrate 

the significance of this tension for the feminine subject. 

 

I am hot and tired from the struggle of ascent, pausing to stand at the edge of an 

ancient rhododendron forest I look back across a wide valley scattered with tiny 

houses, and marked only by the faint, twisting line of the walking track – the 

major donkey highway in the Annapurna mountains. Having reached one of the 

highest points, vision seems to extend forever. My view of the world beyond is 

obscured intermittently by the towering white peaks. This is it, I have arrived at 

my destination – the roof of the world – and although breathtakingly beautiful, I 

am faintly disappointed. I am here in this strangely wonderful place and yet 

nothing has changed. A certain restlessness stirs this momentary peace, preoccupied, 

I must be off again. How long will it take to get back down to the 

plains? What time will we arrive? Where to next? (Landruk to Dhampus, Nepal 

(1991 Travel Diary)) 

 

Struggle, effort, overcoming the world and pushing the body to its limits; the 

desire for mastery is evident in this trek to the top of the mountain. This 

desire is characterized by Protestant metaphors of hardship, working on the 

self through a masculine ethic of disciplined autonomy aimed at self actualization. 

A desire, which Hegel suggests, aims at an arrival; the truth of self 

certainty where, ‘oneness or identity with itself is established’ (1977[1807], 

p. 220). It is the process where by the self becomes conscious of its own 

distinctness, part of but separate from the sensuous materiality of life. Hegel 

says, ‘. . . self consciousness is reflexion out of the bare being that belongs 

to the world of sense and perception, and is essentially the return out of 

otherness’ (1977[1807], p. 219). In my travel narrative I am striving to reach 

the top of the mountain driven by the desire to overcome the Himalaya’s 

otherness, in order to fulfil a western fantasy of autonomous subjectivity. It is 

an Hegelian fantasy of standing alone on top of the world, detached from 

relations with others (the Nepalese and my companions) who figure as the 

background for self actualized truth. 

 

This masculine trajectory of desire privileges transcendent reason; the self 

in its desire for mastery rises above the immanence of the world, the otherness 

of Nepal and the body. We can see a phallocentric mind-body opposition at 

work structuring the feminine subject’s desire to grasp and know the world 

as an object. Nepal has been othered or transformed into a place fixed by a 

wish to hold still time and space, struck off on the list of difficult places to 



‘do’. Having mastered the journey to the top, the trek downward is made 

meaningful through the measurement of time; how fast can the trip be made? 

how much can we see? There is also a desire for recognition that is not simply 

structured by a relation to the otherness of Nepal, but also through a relation 

to home (western culture) as the centre (see Blunt and Rose, 1994). Travel 

stories accrue status in terms of difficulty and misadventure, they are a 

measure of cultural capital in a masculine economy of desire that values the 

accumulation of worldly knowledge and achievement of individual autonomy. 

This produces a feminist paradox for in desiring autonomy and freedom 

through travel, the otherness of Nepal and a specific relation with the other is 

displaced. But when the other is displaced there is, ironically, no longer a 

mirror to secure identity. 

 

Hegel suggests that central to self-certainty is the desire for recognition by 

the other, to be mirrored in the eyes of another. The other is needed to con- 

.rm the self’s independent existence, even while that dependency is denied. 

Hegel identi.es an ironic moment that resonates with the feeling of dissatisfaction 

accompanying the mastery of the mountain in my travel narrative. 

He argues that the satisfaction of desire in the consumption of otherness is 

fleeting because the self has experienced the ‘independence of its object’ 

(1977[1807], p. 225). The satisfaction of mastery is fleeting as the existence 

of the Nepal, as an otherness beyond western representation, awakens a 

moment of uncertainty; I can never know the other completely nor arrive at 

a point of coincidence with my self. This is not so much a self conscious 

moment of knowing the limits of self, rather it is embodied in an experience 

generated by an otherness which cannot be incorporated without affecting 

the certainty of self. Hegel does acknowledge that the subject is situated within the sensual 

world and in doing so emphasizes the embodied nature of desire (Game, 

1991). An acknowledgement which, it can be argued, opens up the possibility 

of understanding how certain experiences of travel also disrupt the desire for 

mastery. In contrast to the fantasy of arriving at self certainty the following 

account reveals the precariousness of mastery and autonomy through the 

recognition of vulnerability. 

 

Today I climbed up 4000 stone steps with a breathless determination to make it to 

Uleri. It is Christmas eve – mid winter in the Himalayas – I thought to myself as 

I collapsed on the rickety bed, feeling the icy chill of the elements through the thin 

wooden planks of the wall. My head throbs with an ever increasing intensity as I 

slip into a fitful sleep filled with the murmur of voices •oating through crazy 

dreams; lost in a maze of streets in Kathmandu I am unable to .nd my way back 

to the hotel by myself. Exhausted from endless circling in the dark I stop and sit 

on the street corner . . . Sometime in the middle of the night I woke only to be 

violently ill – my whole body trembled and shook, turning my insides out. The 

room spun and I lost my grip on the world. (Uleri, Nepal (1991 Travel Diary)) 

 

In the very movement of incorporating the otherness of Nepal into the self, 



the body is affected, transformed by processes other than self-consciousness. 

The fantasy of standing alone comes undone; the experience of vulnerability 

decentres the self-bringing into consciousness one’s relation of dependence 

upon others. Losing the desire to grasp and hold onto identity, we are open to 

being moved by otherness into a different relation with the world. This 

inaugurates another structure of desire, another possibility of knowing, which 

does not lead to the negation of difference as Hegel’s theory would have. 

There is only a negative structure of desire permissible in Hegel’s account of 

the formation of identity through struggle and mastery. No other relation 

between self and difference is possible within this pursuit of knowledge as an 

object. There is also no room for theorizing the desire to know as a form of 

communication between self and other, always an uncertain journey rather 

than a sure arrival point (Muecke, 1997). The embodied nature of desire and 

the powerful effects that characterize travel experience suggest that desire 

exceeds Hegel’s rationalist, dialectical structure aimed at a synthesis of 

differences. 

 

What is suggested in my narrative is another movement of desire at work 

in the travel experience, as a way of engaging with and knowing the world. It 

is a movement of release, of letting go in order to be open to difference 

through an experience of desire that is an affective state, an intensity of 

feeling or movement of bodily forces. This movement between different 

affective states is peculiar to the liminality of travel in that it involves an 

intensity or affective dimension that does not obey the logic of closure in a 

return to self certainty. Massumi (1996) suggests that intensity is associated 

with non-linear processes which are potentially disruptive because reasoning 

and narrative continuity are suspended. Intensity has a liminal quality, a sense 

of being in-between the corporeal and rational realms of experience, a realm 

in which the body’s responses take precedence. Yet, Massumi argues that, 

‘. . . there is no cultural-theoretical vocabulary speci.c to affect. Our entire 

vocabulary has derived from theories of signification that are still wedded to 

structure . . .’ (1996, p. 221). Emotional and affective dimensions of experience 

are social processes which require thinking in terms of embodied 

relations, otherwise they become subordinate to structural theories, such as 

those which privilege language. However, affectivity is often collapsed into emotion.  

 

Massumi (1996, p. 221) identifies a significant divergence between them, he conceives emotion 

as a qualified intensity, semiotically ordered, ‘owned and recognized’. The 

intensity of affect is derived from an embodied state or experience that 

follows a different logic and relates to a different order of meaning. It is 

incipience, the passionate spark of action and corporeal expression that 

escapes self-consciousness, occupying the liminal realm in between mindbody, 

activity-passivity (Massumi, 1996). This notion of affective experience 

exceeds the closure inherent in Hegel’s reflexive theory of identity. Emotions 

are the most intense expression of a capture and containment of affect, yet 

something also escapes that is unactualizable and unassimilable (Massumi, 



1996). This is why certain travel experiences are disorienting, one feels 

strangely outside oneself even in moments of heightened vitality and embodied 

awareness. This paradox is evident where the intensity of contrasting 

emotional states may be experienced, for example joy/despair, where a liminal 

feeling of abandon or detachment from self is produced. We may experience 

a split subjectivity, a sense of disconnection and connectedness at once, rather 

than a progression towards self certainty. The writing of travel experience 

through journals and diaries is often an attempt to bring together disparate 

dimensions of our liminal experience. 

 

Within this understanding of travel the body is situated as the active site of 

desires which move the subject in ways that are not self evident, nor made 

knowable as Hegel presumes. This opens up a way of thinking the corporeal 

excess within travel experience as productive of a transition of self and social 

relations. In displacing the rational quest for identity as an inevitable structure 

of desire, the liminal space of travel offers a way of thinking through the 

tensions in-between, mind and body, mastery and abandon, movement and 

.xity. This liminality enables us to conceive of a positive desire to move 

towards the world, not in order to grasp, but rather in the wish to engage 

openly with the world in its difference. It is a desire for the journey, rather 

than a point of arrival, which requires a more •uid or mobile experience of 

subjectivity. This is also a formation of desire that inhabits the imagination 

of contemporary feminism. Which leads me to ask what happens when the 

feminine subject abandons herself to the movement of travel? 

 

Flight of the feminine 

She comes out of herself to go to the other, a traveller in unexplored places; she 

does not refuse, she approaches, not to do away with the space between, but to see 

it, to experience what she is not, what she is, what she can be . . . She is not able 

to return to herself, never settling down, pouring out, going everywhere to the 

other . . . If there is a self proper to woman, paradoxically it is her capacity to 

depropriate herself without self interest: endless body, without ‘end’ . . . moving 

and boundless change, a cosmos where eros never stops travelling . . . (Cixous and 

Clement, 1986, p. 86–87) 

 

Feminist metaphors of flight, motion, dispersal, going out towards otherness 

without return to self sameness, characterize a movement of desire far away 

from Hegel. Cixous and Clement turn around the negative construction of the 

feminine as an otherness fixed within a masculine economy of desire, by 

valuing a subjectivity that is itself perpetually becoming other. We see the 

association of movement with freedom that repositions the feminine subject 

away from the con.nes of home as the place of identity (Blunt and Rose, 

1994).1 Cixous critiques Hegel’s phallocentric economy of sameness, which 

positions women as lifeless objects exchanged between masculine subjects 

engaged in a death struggle over identity (Cixous and Clement, 1986, p. 94). 

She posits a movement which, in trying to avoid mastery and closure, is 



without the structure of return. This is the transformative movement of desire 

that has the potential to subvert and disrupt, as Cixous says, ‘If my desire is 

possible, it means the system is already letting something else through . . . 

There have to be ways of relating that are completely different from the tradition 

ordained by the masculine economy’ (1986, p. 78). The feminist strategy 

of de-propriating the self is a movement of abandon in which the subject 

experiences a different temporality in the flow of the body and rapture of the 

moment. Cixous names the bodily excess of rapture ‘feminine jouissance’. It 

is a pleasure, rather than terror in the experience of difference, where there 

occurs ‘. . . a transformation of each one’s relationship to his or her body (and 

to the other body), an approximation to the vast, material, organic, sensuous 

universe that we are’ (Cixous and Clement, 1986, p. 82–83). 

In contrast to the rationalism of Hegel’s dialectical movement, Cixous 

proposes an embodied motion inscribed with the sensuality of an openness 

towards difference. Such a relation produces a ‘. . . transformation of 

rhythms, exchanges, of relationship to space, of the whole perceptive system 

. . .’ (Cixous and Clement, 1986, p. 90). In other words, to abandon oneself 

to the speci.city of the journey is to be moved into a different more sensuous 

way of knowing, for ‘. . . there never stops reverberating something that, 

having once passed through us, having imperceptibly and deeply touched us, 

still has the power to affect us’ (Cixous and Clement, 1986, p. 93). For 

Cixous it is the knowledge of song, for me it was the rhythm of a journey 

through the desert of Rajesthan, India. 

 

Omba, our guide, says we are not far from the Pakistan border, which accounts 

for the muffled sound of military planes which in.ltrates this otherwise quiet 

desert landscape. The ancient walled city of Jaiselmer is several days away by 

camel, but it feels like years since we left the activity of carpet traders, honking 

horns and that strangely aromatic mixture of cow dung and spicy curry kitchens. 

The desert is not quite what I had imagined; few rolling sand dunes, mostly rocky, 

sparse grassland, where we encounter small stone built villages and shepherds with 

their sheep or goat herds. We stop by a water hole and set up camp; the camels 

wade and drink, Omba shows me how to make chapattis under a shady tree . . . 

The night is clear and cold, my bones ache for the hot sun that has slipped away, 

but the stars are incredible. The camels make all sorts of unusual chewing, spitting 

and grunting noises, which lasts all night, every night. We wake to hot chai and a 

flaming sunrise, which is a necessary antidote to the stiffness which results from 

riding all day. Camels have a wonderfully long stride, which moves my body into 

a different sense of time and spaciousness. I feel the mood of the country carrying 

me, where I do not know, for once I have no map or compass. The camel’s 

rhythmic step produces a gentle reverie of riding, I lose myself in the mute colours, 

the warmth of the animal and the ever present sun. (Jaiselmer, The Great Indian 

Desert (1994 Travel Diary)) 

 

There is a particular pleasure in the adventure of riding, one that recalls for 

me the rhythm of riding horses for many years (see also Probyn, 1997, p. 37). 



This heightened sense of one’s embodied relation to the world is mediated by 

the affective relation with horse or camel and its body. The relation between 

self and world oscillates between intensity and detachment. In this sense, 

travel is a way of moving into something different, an intense temporality 

which carries the self. To be moved is to be affected, to be open to the 

reverberations of affect through the body. This openness requires a relation to 

otherness that is not aimed at holding the world still, object like. The desert 

space that I moved through was not characterized by romanticized metaphors 

from Arabian Nights, but by sparseness and everyday rhythms that were 

circumscribed by the extremes of heat and cold, the availability of food and 

water, as well as the ritual interchange of familial greetings and trading. These 

are the details of another way of life that open before me, contesting the 

generalized exoticism of desert places through the unavoidable specificity of 

place that can only be glimpsed along the way. 

 

Knowing is not simply a question of interpretation which presumes truth 

and fixity (the arrival at the true meaning of place), rather it is a matter of 

moving into a relation which is sensitive to the specific rhythms of otherness 

as they affect the self. The movement of abandoning western knowledge 

practices involves attention to the experience of the present. This is not a wish 

for self presence, but as Muecke (1997) says, it is the desire to disappear. In 

this sense the disappearance of self or ego comes close to the French feminist 

notion of a desire that does not return to a masterful centre. That is, feminine 

jouissance is a movement of dispersal, rather than a teleological structure or 

a transcendent ecstasy characteristic of a masculine desire. Clement has also 

written about the philosophy of rapture through the notion of syncope as ‘an 

absence of self’; the interval, gap or eclipse, followed by a new departure 

(1994, p. 1). It is also a musical term suggesting rhythm and the pause within 

movement, disharmony within harmony. 

 

Clement makes reference to her time spent in India when thinking through 

the effects of rapture. She speaks of, ‘. . . the ravishing dancing women whose 

repeated performance .nally thrust upon me the shock, then the image, and 

.nally the very word “syncope” ’ (1994, p. 20). This comment struck me, for 

one can’t simply watch in a detached fashion the dancing women of Rajesthan 

(as objects of tourism), the repetition and rhythmic nature of movement are 

implicitly affective. This sense of abandon in the moment of rapture is 

enduring, disturbing, beyond the reach of abstract reasoning – sensuality is 

remembered in the body. The body, in its social and psychic signi.cance, 

locates the desire for travel within the material realm, unsettling the fantasy 

of rational transcendence and mastery. Just as Massumi (1996, p. 229) argued 

earlier, the intensity of rapture and the affective dimension of travel, exceeds 

capture within language systems and punctuates the movement of subjectivity. 

Intensity shocks the subject into experiencing its own aliveness and 

vitality, generating a sharp sense of its own embodied relation to the world. 

The very nature of this relation between self and world, self and other is put 



into question – where do I end and the other begin? Rapture disturbs the wish 

for self-sameness, yet it is a transition between embodied states rather than an 

endless movement of self. It is by nature fleeting, an experience from which 

we necessarily return. Clement points out that without a return the subject 

disappears into death, ‘. . . the advantage of syncope is precisely that one 

always returns from it’ (1994, p. 15). 

 

Travel is marked by beginnings and endings; movement is not simply an 

undifferentiated flow, but rather a rhythmic series of pauses within motion. In 

considering this issue of return to self in the formation of feminine subjectivity, 

I question Cixous’ use of travel metaphors to write feminine becoming as pure 

movement. Cixous’ feminine subject is a continual outpouring of self, an 

unbounded movement towards otherness that de.es the phallocentric identity 

of Woman (Irigaray, 1985a). Is there a danger in this perpetual •ight from the 

self? In terms of travel, it is impossible to conceptualize the nature of motion, 

apart from a relation to locatedness, one’s own embodiment, or home 

(Morris, 1988; Johnson, 1996). To question Cixous’ notion of becoming is 

not to simply return to Hegel’s structure of desire but rather to explore the 

metaphor of home as a return to self that forms the boundary of movement. 

The realization of the significance of home and the boundaries between home 

and exile, self and other was produced through my journey up into the border 

regions of Thailand and Burma. A very difficult experience to write, as the 

affective power of certain inter-subjective relations exceeds those emotions 

that seek to contain it. 

 

We caught a local sawthang from the infamous border town of Mae Sot, for the 

15 kilometre journey to the Karen refugee camp. We met Steven, the chairman of 

the school committee, who told us his story of how the Karen people were forced 

to •ee their villages in 1984 as the Burmese military came down the hill .ring 

mortars – houses burnt, crops were destroyed, people tortured, raped and killed in 

an ethnic cleansing campaign. The Karen who escaped crossed the river seeking 

asylum in Thailand, and here they remain in exile until it is safe to return home. 

School was in when we turned up and Steven showed us around the many classes. 

The children were excited to be able to sing to us a mixture of Christian and 

traditional Karen songs. Many of them had only ever known life in the camp, with 

its monthly rations of rice, salt and .sh paste, crowded conditions and restricted 

order. Caught in limbo, unable to return home, the Karen struggle to maintain 

their independence and integrity. Steven led us back to his house for tea. From the 

makeshift kitchen, he looked out of his window across the river towards the now 

deserted village which he still calls home. I followed his gaze into the distant green 

hills, now littered with undetected land mines. What I am now able to see, fills me 

with a dual sense of dread and outrage. (Mae Sot, Thailand (1996 Travel Diary)) 

 

Home situates our self in the world and mediates our subject position through 

class, gender, culture and hence our ability to move away and return. It 

structures the meaning of movement through a cultural locatedness that has 



historically been de.ned in relation to the privilege of whiteness and colonial 

origins (see Blunt and Rose, 1994; Mills, 1991). For the exiled Karen people, 

home is what is longed for. For me it was a place of containment from which 

I desired to escape for a while, in order to return renewed. There were vast 

gaps mediating our experiences of home and away, that turned upon the 

differences in our cultural locatedness and power to move freely in the world. 

The ability to return to a sense of home (an imagined and material place) is 

what turns a journey into travel rather than exile. Yet, the western subject’s 

desire for endless movement can also become a perpetual flight from 

locatedness as an embodied, situated relation with the world. Historically, 

this flight from home has privileged masculine modes of movement that seek 

to grasp and capture difference, including those of exploration and colonization 

that invisibilize the specificity of different cultures and places. Spending 

some time in another’s home, that is located within the temporary con.nes of 

a refugee camp, brings into sharp relief the ambivalent and contradictory 

relations between identity and movement, home and away, mobilized by 

power and ambivalent desire. Travel is, indeed, a paradoxical space, an 

elsewhere that is at once leaving home and encountering the multiple ways of 

being at home in the world that are as much temporal as spatial relations. 

Next I want to turn to Irigaray’s understanding of the movement of self in 

order to think about the nature of the return; how we might move towards 

being at home with ourselves, in order that we .nd ways to be at home with 

each other’s difference? 

 

Returning 

. . . woman always tends toward without any return to herself as the place where 

something positive can be elaborated . . . What is sometimes difficult for women is 

to provide themselves with a periphery, a circumference, a world, a home. (Irigaray, 

1993, p. 9,106) 

 

Irigaray emphasizes the importance of boundaries in the formation of feminine 

subjectivity, as a notion of limit that is inscribed within the movement of 

becoming. For feminine identity has been produced through a misrecogniton; 

woman is located within home and maternity, or ‘remains in motion (the 

movement of exchange) but lacks a ‘proper’ place’ (Irigaray, 1993, p. 9). 

Irigaray describes the contradictory way in which the feminine subject is 

conceptualized, ‘You’ve heard them dividing me up, in their own best 

interests. So either I don’t have a “self”, or else I have a multitude of “selves” 

appropriated by them, for them, according to their needs or desires . . . I’m 

completely lost. In fact, I’ve always been lost, but I didn’t feel it before. I was 

busy conforming to their wishes’ (1985b, p. 30). With the acknowledgement 

of sexual difference as a powerful mediating structure, comes the possibility 

of another economy of desire in which women are positioned as subjects. 

Irigaray is concerned not simply with the disruptive potential of feminine 

desire as, ‘something in motion and unlimited which disturbs his perspective’ 

(1993, p. 10). She is also concerned that in theorizing the movement of 



feminine becoming, the importance of boundaries and limits as mediating 

terms that protect the feminine from being engulfed by the masculine, be 

recognized. 

 

Irigaray challenges Cixous’ desire for perpetual flight, proposing instead 

the ‘possibility of unhindered movement, of peaceful immobility without the 

risk of imprisonment’ (1993, p. 12). She frames this question through the 

notion of the feminine subject’s place in the world, ‘How can we work out 

a problematic of place that would involve not cutting or annihilation but a 

rhythmic becoming in relation to place? Return to the self so as to move again 

toward the other?’ (1993, p. 42). Irigaray understands the subject to be 

always engaged in the ceaseless journey of selfhood. Yet, we are reminded of 

the need for stability and structure, a .ction of coherence which enables us to 

move through a certain trajectory of desire, a direction. Otherwise the risk 

is that the feminine subject will again disappear into an undifferentiated 

movement: a post-modern extreme in which sexual difference is abandoned, 

where the masculine again parades as the universal. 

 

Irigaray proposes the body as the means of negotiating this relation 

between the feminine subject’s movement and limits; the body as the home 

from which one journeys and returns simultaneously, unsettling rationalist 

fantasies of arriving at pure presence. Irigaray says, ‘. . . she must have her own 

envelope. Not only her clothing and ornaments of seduction, but her skin. And 

her skin must contain a receptacle’ (1993, p. 35). The skin is the border zone, 

the surface, inside and outside at once, which mediates the subject’s relation 

with otherness (Grosz, 1994). The movement of return to self passes through 

the skin, re.guring the boundary of identity. She argues that this embodied 

transition is crucial in altering the economy of desire (1993). Irigaray suggests 

that the corporeal sense of self is not a closed identity, ‘The boundaries touch 

against one another while still remaining open’ (1993, p. 51). These words 

evoke for me a powerful memory of openness and boundaries mediated by 

cultural and gender differences and experienced when travelling by train 

through the state of Kerela in southern India. 

 

Sitting in the cramped carriage I was thankful to have the luxury of a window seat. 

Luminous green rice .elds streamed by, interspersed with miles of coconut palms 

and the glimpse of water from time to time. The wind blew warmly across my face 

and the steady rhythm of the train transported me into a blissful state. That was 

until I felt an uninvited hand moving over my body. I tried to locate its owner but 

there were too many men squashed together. Feeling distinctly uncomfortable, K 

and I planned our escape to the women’s carriage down the back. It was no less 

cramped, but the women made room for us. We sat on our packs and played cards 

and it wasn’t long before the whole carriage was watching intently. Several women 

around us decided to join in a somewhat unique game of gin rummy, with little 

Hindi or English spoken. A cross between cards and charades we played for 

several hours, during which time there was much talking and laughter, as one 



woman translated between us all. Food was exchanged, our clothes and arms 

shyly touched, our passport photos circulated and there was so much talk we 

realized too late that we had just missed our train station. Then there was a •urry 

of advice being given and suddenly the carriage went silent. I looked up to see the 

ticket collector coming in the door. (On the way to Cochin (1994 Travel Diary)) 

 

The feeling of being at home (or not) with oneself (and one’s cultural 

baggage) is heightened through gendered experience of travel. As the vehicle 

of movement into different cultures, the feminine body is frequently subject to 

an objectifying masculine gaze related to the generalized position of ‘western 

woman’, and as such the issue of boundaries is ever present. In another sense, 

a shared feminine embodiment may generate a sense of connection between 

women; a fleeting friendship and feeling of being at home, that is produced 

through an inter-subjective cross cultural relation. As a community of women 

on the train, we were connected through the identity of Woman, yet the 

differences amongst us meant each returned to a specificity or singularity 

of self, marked by religion, class, sexuality and ethnicity etc. With reference 

to Cixous’ preference for endless movement, is there not also a danger of 

positing another universal feminine ideal that would perhaps deny differences 

between women? Where is there room to articulate the diversity of feminine 

subjects, if there is no return to the specificity of the self in its social situatedness? 

The limits of self, experienced through one’s own embodied relation to 

others enables a space in which differences between can be recognized. 

Irigaray argues that women desire relations with the same in order to discover 

the movement of their own subjectivity, ‘Women want to .nd themselves, 

discover themselves and their own identity. Which is why they are 

seeking each other out, loving each other, associating with each other’ (1993, 

p. 66). This is significant, because what is at stake is the recognition of 

feminine subjectivity on its own terms and in relation to the other woman as 

a marker of difference within the category: Woman. Irigaray describes this 

as a matter of women taking themselves to market and participating in a 

subversive economy where they value each other beyond objects of masculine 

desire. In this sense travel is also a means of coming home to the feminine self; 

signalling the different inter-subjective relations inherent in the journey of 

identity that are not dependent upon masculine ways of knowing. It is a 

moment of experiencing the difference within and between the feminine self 

and the other as a paradoxical space of commonality and distinctness. 

 

To conclude this article, I want to suggest that the trajectory of desire 

within French feminist thought offers another way of theorizing the 

movement of feminine subjectivity in leisure and travel. Hegel’s theory of 

desire as a social relation that structures the everyday dynamics between self 

and other, self and world is important for considering questions of power and 

mastery. However, as a philosophical text produced within a phallocentric 

tradition it offers a rather singular structure of desire. The writing of 

femininsts such as Cixous, Clement and Irigaray engage with such texts in 



order to disrupt and subvert the exclusion of the feminine as other and open 

up the possibility of a different economy of desire. Through analysing the 

multiple nature of the desires that move one to travel, or engage in leisure, we 

can also open up new ways of thinking and writing about the cultural forces 

that consciously and unconsciously shape feminine subjectivity. Travel, as a 

paradoxical space, also enables the ambivalent nature of desire to be explored 

in relation to the experiences that work to disrupt and decentre the self and 

the universality of whiteness. This is not a writing practice that turns 

experience into an object to be observed at a distance, rather it is a way of 

writing the embodied feminine self into knowledge as a strategy of disrupting 

the binary oppositions that are so central to phallocentrism; man/woman, 

self/other, self/world, mind/body. 

 

Note 

1. There is a strong metaphoric relation between travel and freedom as 

movement, in women’s travel writing. For example see, Robinson 1990, 

Russell 1994, Bond 1995, Morris and O’Connor 1996. This suggests that 

there is a desire for a different spatial relation between self and world, and 

an identity that is not anchored to home as a fixed location. 
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